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IDEAS THROUGHOUT HISTORY 


humans are made righteous, subsuming the concepts of 'sanctification' 
aind 'regeneration/" The Reformation marked a dramatic break from 
this tradition. 

The change pivoted around a phrase that the apostle Paul had writ- 
ten in one of his letters, stating that Abraham's faithfulness (pistis) "was 
reckoned to him as righteousness," The Greek word translated as 
'reckoned' (logizorttai) by many modern English translations means to 
consider, calculate, and conclude. The word relates to drawing accurate 
conclusions from evidence and determining truth, An all-knowing God 
would only 'conclude' that someone was righteous if their thoughts and 
behaviour were indeed righteous. This idea had continued as standard 
orthodoxy until the Reformation. Then, in 1516 AD, Erasmus produced 
a new Latin translation of the New Testament. He translated the phrase 
into Latin by writing that Abraham's faith ' was imputed [hnput&tum] 
unto hin-i for justice. " hi the com merits he provided with his translation, 
he wrote llu: by 'imputation' he meant "to consider as accepted, what 
you have not accepted, which is called acceptation among the 
lawyers." This reading represented a significant departure from the 
previous standard Latin translation of the New Testament (the Latin 
Vulgate) which used 'reputed' (reputatum) instead of 'imputed'* The 
previous translations implied that God recognised the actual righteous- 
ness of a person, yet this new reading implied that God declared an 
unrighteous person to be righteous. It disconnected righteousness from 
conduct completely m an unprecedented manner. 

The Reformer Melanchthon used Erasmus' new translation, and the 
doctrine of imputed righteousness became influential in Protestantism 
swiftly. 56 Melanchthon argued that he had returned to Augustine's view 
of justification, but in fact the Catholic Church at the time followed 
Augustine's view and Melanchthon had departed from it, 5y This new 
doctrine suggested that God considered people as righteous not because 
of their repentance and correct conduct, but instead because Christ's 
righteousness had been imputed to them through his death on the cross. 
Penal substitution had become the means by which God could now 
deem people righteous even though they may not in fact live rightly. 
This new doctrine replaced the idea that people became Tighteous by 
following Jesus' example and teachings. 


F7 McGrath, htsiitia Dei, p. 214. 

58 See Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Romnnm A Neiv Translation iuith Introduction find 


